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1
SOME PROBLEMS IN THE PHONOLOGY
OF MANDARIN FINALS
(AERFARL LB R

In a paper presented at the Ninth International Congress of
Phonetic Sciences (Copenhagen, 1979), 1 proposed a reanalysis
of the phonological structure of Mandarin finals on the basis of
the phonological behavior of the retroflex suffix /-r/. In the
present paper, I wish to deal with a few problems which arise as
a consequence of the 1979 study. But before going on, for ease
of reference during our present discussion, let me reproduce here
the two tables given in the previous paper: Table 1 showing the
traditional analysis of Mandarin finals and Table 2 my proposed
reanalysis. (see below)

The primary propose of my 1979 paper was to show that the
retroflex suffixation in Mandarin speech was not a rather
complicated process, as has been claimed by some linguists, but
rather a simple and regular one. That is, in addition to
retroflexing the vocalic nucleus of the stem syllable, it always
and only causes the loss of its post-nucleus terminal segment.

1



TABLE 1
TRADITIONAL ANALYSIS OF MANDARIN FINALS

Base Forms /-r/ Suffixed Forms

1 @ 6 @ 6 (@ (b) (c) (d) (o)

Group 1. + ar
3i an anp ou ¥r ar ar 3r our
ai an an au ar ar ar ar aur
Group 2. i in in ir ir i
ie iou ier iour
ia ian ian iau iar iar iar iaur
Group3. u un ur ar
uo uai uan uor uar uar
ua uai uan uan uar uar uar uar
Grous 4. 'y yn yun yr yr yur
ye yer
yan yar

NOTE: The analysis is based on Tung (1953) and the
arrangement on Hockett (1947).

Thus, I posited a Terminal Truncation rule:
(1) Terminal —> @/ +r#
which directly applies to the forms of columns 1-3, Table 2, and

derive the corresponding /-r/ forms in columns a-c. In the case of
columns 4 and 5, the Terminal Truncation rule will interact with
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TABLE 2
PROPOSED ANALYSIS OF MANDARIN FINALS

Underlying Forms Derived Forms

1 @ 6 @4 ©6) (@ () (c) (d) (o)

Groupl. +h 4 #n g iw ir 4r #r ¥ ur

eh xr

ah aj an ap aw ar ar ar ar or
Group 2. jth jn o jin  jiw jir jir - jrojur

jeh jer

jah jan jan jaw jar jar jar jor
Group 3. wih wij win win wur wir wir wir

weh wor

wah waj wan wan war war war war
Group 4. yth yin yin yr yir yir

yeh yer

yan yar

two other general rules: a Nasalization rule, as in (2), and a
Rounding rule, as in (3), which are independently motivated and
needed anyway for Mandarin phonology.

(2) V —>[+nasal]/ n!
(3) V —>[+round]/ w
More specifically, the Terminal Truncation rule is required to be
ordered after the Nasalization rule in the case of column 4 forms,

and after the Rounding rule in the case of column 5 forms. What
the Nasalization and Rounding rules do is to convert the
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underlying vowels /4, a/ to / %, 4/ (before /n/ and to [u, o] (before
/w/), respectively, whether their terminal segments /n, w/
eventually get truncated or not.

The proposed reanalysis of Mandarin finals as presented in
Table 2 makes striking claims about the underlying structure of

Mandarin phonology in connection with: (1) the length of /4, ¥, a/,
(2) the analysis of [i, u, y], (3) the vowel identity of /], in, +n/,

and (4) the derivation of [ur, or] —which require justification and
discussion.

1. The Length of 4 ¥, a’. In all previous analyses of

Mandarin vowel phonemes, there were always included a

number of 'simple' vowels, such as /i ¥, a/ in contrast to
diphthongs like /ai, au/, as can be seen in Table 1. Although the
authors never explicitly stated that the 'simple' vowels are
necessarily shorter in duration than the diphthongs,” we want to
emphasize that these simple-looking vowels cannot be shorter
than the diphthongs but that all vowels, 'simple' or diphthong, are
of the same duration in speech, because the actual length of a
Mandarin syllable is always conditioned by the various tone
types. In other words, all vowels under the same tone
configuration must be of equal length.’ A logical way to express
this fact is, of course, to give the 'simple’' vowels /4, ¥, a/ a
complex representation something like /th, eh, ah/ (with /-h/
standing for a glide of approximately the same quality as the
preceding main vowel), which not only provides a more accurate
description of the vowel-tone relationship but serves to explain



